IntroductIon
The prevalence of mental health problems among young people in juvenile justice systems requires responses to identify and treat disorders. Many of the two million children and adolescents arrested each year in the United States have a mental health disorder. As many as 70 percent of youth in the system are affected with a mental disorder, and one in five suffer from a mental illness so severe as to impair their ability to function as a young person and grow into a responsible adult. 1 Children with unaddressed mental health needs sometimes enter a juvenile justice system that is ill-equipped to assist them. Even if they receive a level of assistance, some are then released without access to ongoing, needed mental health treatment.
An absence of treatment may contribute to a path of behavior that includes continued delinquency and, eventually, adult criminality. The Bureau of Justice Statistics estimates that more than threequarters of mentally ill offenders in jail had prior offenses. 2 Effective assessment and comprehensive responses to court-involved juveniles with mental health needs can help break this cycle and produce healthier young people who are less likely to act out and commit crimes.
dIsorders
Youths may experience conduct, mood, anxiety and substance abuse disorders. Often they have more than one disorder; the most common "cooccurrence" is substance abuse with another mental illness. Frequently, these disorders put children at risk for troublesome behavior and delinquent acts.
Emotional disorders occur when a child's ability to function is impaired by anxiety or depression. The
Center for Mental Health Services estimates that one in every 33 children and one in eight adolescents are affected by depression, a potentially serious mood disorder that also afflicts many adults. 3 The occurrence of depression among juvenile offenders is significantly higher than among other young people.
Anxiety disorders, in particular post-traumatic stress disorder, also are seen to be prevalent among juvenile offender populations, in particular, girls.
Psychotic disorders such as schizophrenia, however, are rare in the general population as well as in justice system-involved youths. 
JuvenIle comPetency
Mental health assessment of juvenile offenders helps to determine how the system can address their treatment needs. Another important purpose of mental health assessment is to address the legal issues surrounding a juvenile's competency to understand the adjudicatory process and to thoughtfully participate in and make decisions as part of that process.
Typically, incompetence to stand trial is related to a mental disorder or developmental disability. Juvenile competency is further complicated by developmental immaturity, with limited guidance in law on how to deal with this. 31 Developmental immaturity distinguishes many juveniles from adults in important ways that make them less able to assist in their defense or to make important decisions as part of the process. 32 This suggests that, in defining standards of competence for juveniles, simply applying the same standards as those used for adults will not work.
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The U.S. Supreme Court decision in Kent v. United States gave juveniles many of the same due process rights afforded to adult defendants, including a right to counsel and, presumably, to be competent to stand trial. 34 At least 10 states-Arizona, Colorado, Florida, Georgia, Kansas, Minnesota, Nebraska, Texas, Virginia and Wisconsin-and the District of Columbia specifically address competency in their juvenile delinquency statutes.
Virginia statute, for example, directs how the issue of competency is to be raised and evaluated. 35 Charges against an "unrestorably incompetent" juvenile are to be dismissed in one year for a misdemeanor offense, and in three years from the date the juvenile is arrested in what would be a felony case. 36 Competency-to-proceed law in Colorado similarly requires examination and stays proceedings against a juvenile who is found incompetent.
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Absent statutory direction, courts in other states also recognize and review juveniles for incompetence. In Arizona, case law supports a finding that, under state law, a juvenile need not have an underlying mental disease, defect or disability to be found incompetent. In that case, a juvenile court found that immaturity affected the ability of two juveniles to understand proceedings against them. The National Conference of State Legislatures is the bipartisan organization that serves the legislators and staffs of the states, commonwealths and territories.
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